[From paroxysmal to chronic atrial fibrillation].
Chronic atrial fibrillation is by definition always preceded by paroxysmal atrial fibrillation. The electropathophysiological mechanisms underlying paroxysmal atrial fibrillation are reviewed: atrial electrophysiological inhomogeneity, atrial ectopic activity, and cardiac autonomic dysfunction. Safe and effective interventions that prevent the progression from paroxysmal into chronic atrial fibrillation have not yet been developed. Such developments should be given high priority, as the consequences of chronic atrial fibrillation--stroke and heart failure--are unacceptable.